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The Morally Injured 


Ox A SUMMER EVENING IN 2004, | participated in the search of an 
F isolated farmhouse in Yousifiyah, a small town along the Euphrates 
River in the northern Babil province of Iraq. ] was an infantry captain 
in the Marine Corps. We staged our trucks out of sight from the house 
until darkness fell. Then we moved in with terrible speed, our engines 
roaring, our hearts racing, and our hands tight on loaded weapons. We 
felt some fear during these missions, I suppose, but that emotion always 
seemed peripheral or almost disingenuous. Our heavy breaths rose from 
something else. I don't think “thrill” would be too strong a word. There 
was something about these raids that served neither cause nor country, 
just our own lust for excitement. 

Missions, however, are not initiated for the thrill (not explicitly anyway), 
but im response to what is known as “aetiarable tinplligeaee # information 


‘er ‘pliner seat ny up and down the chain of command, 
until it becomes the basis of an operation. In this case, the specific farm- 
house was not suspected but was located in the general vicinity of another 
house that was, and so was targeted for good measure. The search itself 
was conducted flawlessly: I watched from my vehicle as the marines 
knocked on the front door. A man answered and, through an interpreter, 
they politely explained that we needed to search the premises for weapons 
and bomb-making materials. They asked him if he'd mind stepping out- 
side with his wife and children while we looked around. The man was 
cooperative and amiable. There was no shouting or pushing. The marines 
wore friendly smiles. They stepped gently through the house and were 
careful to replace anything they moved. Outside, other marines chatted 
playfully with the kids and gave them pieces of candy, When the search was 
complete and nothing was found, we thanked the man and apologized for 
the inconvenience. It was over. Not a shot was fired, not a drop of bload or 
a tear was shed, and yet, as we withdrew from that farmhouse and roared 
off into the night, I felt something inside me begin to hurt. 

What can I call that hurt? 

Since the invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan, there’s been a lot of talk 
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